Prevalence of antibodies to hepatitis E virus in immigrants: a seroepidemiological survey in the district of Foggia (Apulia-southern Italy).
Hepatitis E virus (HEV) is the etiologic agent of endemically transmitted viral hepatitis. HEV is endemic in developing countries where it occurs in sporadic and endemic forms, but autochthonous sporadic cases of hepatitis E have been reported in North America and in Europe, including Italy. The aim of the present study was to assess the seroprevalence of antibodies to HEV in immigrants from developing countries to the province of Foggia. The seroprevalence of HEV was determined in a cohort of 412 immigrants (mostly from countries in sub-Saharan Africa) who had arrived recently in Italy. Serum samples were tested for anti-HEV by a commercial enzyme immunoassay (EIA) based on recombinant proteins; positive results were confirmed by a Western blot assay (Recomblot HEV). A total of 88 (21.3%) of the 412 serum samples examined were reactive to IgG anti-HEV. Eighty-one of these samples (19.7%) were confirmed by Western blot. Anti-HEV IgM was found in 34/81 subjects (41.9%) of the anti-HEV IgG positive serum samples. Almost all anti-HEV positive subjects were asymptomatic clinically, but alanine aminotransferase serum values were elevated in 28/34 (82.3%) patients with IgM anti-HEV-positive. The results of this study indicate high circulation of HEV in the immigrant population. The high prevalence of acute hepatitis involved mainly subjects who arrived in Italy during the same period from the same countries (Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somalia).